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Like a great thousand legged worm the mono rail road crawls up through Layton 
canyon. View of construction work taken by unknown photographer. 
Photo loaned by V. V. LeRoy. 
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Over the Editor’s Trainsheet 


March 9-10-11- Cal-Nevada has announced an “all-steam" 
weekend leaving Friday night on the S.P. "Klamath" thense 
via Yreka Western to Yreka. overnight at Yreka and return on 
the "Klamath" early Sunday evening:, Fare $22.50 in coaches 
plus hotel. The trip can also be made via "Shasta Daylight" 
provided you make your personal reservations--SP having 
refused to set aside space for a “party”. Send your trip 
reservations to: Jim Cloney 2471 - 15th Ave., San Francisco, 
16, Calif.. 





March 31 - Northern Cal's Zephyrette trip has been set for 
a Saturday since the operating department wanted the car 
back in Oakland by noon on Sunday. The trip will leave 
3rd & Washington, Oakland, at 10:30 a.m. on Saturday for 
Tur lock. Since the capacity of the car is strictly limit- 
ed, reservations must be made in advance. Fare will be 
$7.50. Destination: Turlock on the Tidewater Southern, 


Send reservations to: Francis Guido, P.O. Box 668, San Mateo, 
Calif. 


April 15 - Railway & Loco's steamer-train excursion to Cal- 
istoga via the General Frank M. Coxe to Crockett and S.P,. 

to Calistoga. Fare $7.50. Strictly limited to 302 passeng- 
ers by Coast Guard limit-on Gen. Coxe. Reservations: Stanley 
Merritt, 836 Alma Avenue, Oakland 10, California. 


July 6-7-8 - Pacific Great Eastern Excursion - “last chance 








to ride old oregon and Indiana electric cars and ride behind 


steam engines.”- Write: Ernie Plant, 3226 East 26th Avenue, 
Vancouver, B.C., Canada. 


Stanley Snook pens on the passing of the"San Juan": 
Ashes to ashes; Dust to dust; 
Narrow gauge passes; Haul is bust! 


Notice to prospective G.I.'s: You can be sure of getting "The 
Western Railroader" by subscribing "First Class” -- add 20¢ 


per ten issues for First Class postage. Third Class printed 


matter is not forwarded---and during the last incident was not 
sent overseas, 
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By CORA L. KEAGLE 


You might say Thunder and 
Lightning are responsible for it— 
that is, the curiosity of travelers 
in the Mojave desert when they 
come upon the stilt-like ruins of a 
road bed east of Trona where an 
“elevated” has no right to be. But 
when Thunder and Lightning, 
Prospector Joe’s two burros, dis- 
covered the healing qualities of 
the white dust near their camp- 
site they inadvertently started 
the Epsom salts mining industry 
over beyond Wingate pass, with 
the consequent building of the 
elevated mono rail which served 
to haul the salts out of the desert 
mountains. Now only the skel- 
eton of the road bed remains, to 
evoke questions from those who 


' pass along that way. A number 
, of these travelers came to Desert 


Magazine with their questions 
and Cora Keagle has dug into 
old files and journals to give 
them the answers. 





| Thomas H. Wright, a Los Angeles 


lorist whose hobby was prospecting dur- 


ling his vacations, was exploring near Win- 


pate pass, so the story goes, when he ran 
but of water for his mule. He turned the 


mule loose to find water and followed him 
to Hidden springs, southeast of the pass. 


Un the return trip with the mule he 
oticed this white deposit and turned off 
he trail to take samples. When he had 
hem assayed upon his return to Los An- 


xcles, they proved to be magnesium sul- 
phate. He filed a claim on the deposit. 


Wright took some business associates 
into his confidence. There were more trips 
to the desert. If the transportation te 
lem could be managed it looked as if this 
great deposit could be manufactured 
profitably into bath salts. Conferences 
were held and plans laid. They formed the 
American Magnesium company. It includ- 
cd engincers, chemists, mincralogists, 
bankers and lawyers. Wright, the pro- 
moter, was chosen president. R. V. Leeson 
was a consulting engincer with A. Avakian 
as chemical enginecr. Capt. Hollenbeck 
was given the construction contract. L. 
Des Granges was a construction enginecr 
on the job. 


Stock was sold and plans madc for the 
development of the property. Some mode 
of transportation was the first necessity. A 
railroad would have to be built from the 
Trona railroad out through Layton canyon 
in the Slate range, cast across Wingate val- 
ley, through Wingate pass in the Panamint 
mountains to the deposit south of the pass, 
a total distance of 29 miles. 


After many meetings and discussions 
with their engincers, the corporation de- 
cided, because of the steep grades encount- 
ered in the Slate range, to experiment with 
a mono rail type of railroad. The president 
and some of the directors were much in- 
terested in the mono rail experiment. They 
visualized it as a means of interurban trans- 
portation around Los Angeles and as ap- 
plicable to difficult hauling jobs. 


Wright applied for a patent on the 
mono rail equipment which he and the en- 
gineer, R. V. Leeson, had designed. A 


patent was issued June 23, 1923. The cor- 
poration decided to ask the American 
Trona corporation to build a spur from its 
railroad across the difficult Searles lake 
bed to connect with the mono rail on its 
eastern shore. The American Trona cor- 
poration, after consulting with their main- 
tenance engineer, M. C. Cockshott, agreed 


to build a spur from Magnesium east across 
the lake bed. 
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Construction must have begun as soon 
as the patent was issued, for Engineering 
News, September 27, 1923, has this item: 

‘A magnesium sulphate deposit, owned 
by the American Magnesium Company 
and located near the Death Valley Desert 
in southern California, is to be tapped by 
a mono rail railroad twenty-eight miles 
long, extending over the Slatc Range to 
the Panamint Range. Of this line about 
sixteen miles has been completed and is 
carrying construction trains which are de- 
livering matcrials for continuing the road. 

“Although detailed costs arc not avail- 
able, the type of construction selected, 
which was chosen because of the fact that 
it would require very little grading and 
would permit of sharp curves, is estimated 
to cost about $7,000 per mile in rough, 
mountainous country and about $5,000 in 


the desert with no rock work or sharp 
curves involved. 


“The construction consists of standard 
6x 8" tics, 8 ft. long, placed on 8 ft. 
centers and braced on cither side. The 
plumb posts carry a 6” x &” stringer, which 
in turn supports the single 50 Ib. stcel rail. 
There are also two side rails of timber, car- 
ricd by the braces, which act as guide rails, 
their vertical faces making contact with 
rollers on cither side. 


“The engine and cars are designed like 
pack saddles and are suspended on two 
whecls from the single rail, motorcycle 
fashion. Equilibrium is maintained by the 
rollers on cither side which contact with 
the timber guide rails.” 


The first propelling power which was 
used during part of the construction period, 


was a battery driven motor. This failed to 
dcliver enough power and was replaced by 
a Fordson motored locomotive built on the 
same gencral plan. At first the power was 
transmitted by rigid rods but these were 
twisted on the sharp curves and were soon 
replaced by chain drives on both front and 
rear wheels. This Fordson engine was used 
during the latter part of the construction 
and for some time afterward but many 
locomotive difficulties were encountered. 
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The braking system was another head: 
ache on the steep grades. An engineer in 
a recent letter about the mono rail says, “| 
had one ride on the mono rail as far as 
Wingate pass and was rather relieved to 
get back with a safe skin, keeping a watch: 
ful eye on the braking arrangements all the 
time.” 

As the clevated road bed crept out across 
the desert from the cast side of Searles lake 
bed, timbers cut to the proper lengths to 
conform to the contour of the land wer 
carried on the cars and lashed to the side o! 
the engine. There were 10 per cent grade 
and 40 per cent curves so only five tons o! 
timber could be carried at a time. A cot! 
tage for the superintendent and a labora! 
tory were built at the mine site and the cor 
poration began operations. 


In the spring of 1924 Joe Ward, follow 
ed bv Thunder and Lightning, now sedate 
old burros. climbed the western slope ol 
Death Valley. The old prospector had 
wandered over Arizona and Nevada then 
spent the winter in the valley. As he look 
ed back on the valley it never had sceme( 
more beautiful, with desert sunflower 
carpeting great patches and the sand re 
flecting the blue of the sky. But there wa‘ 
a threat of summer heat in the air and i 
was time to migrate north. 


As thev followed the trail around the 
hrow of the hill Joe paused in amazement 
It was his first glimpse of the mono rail 
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writhine throurh the pass like a monster 
thousand-leeged worm. At the old camp- 
site were buildings and a bustle of activity. 
Around the campfire that night Joe told 
how Thunder and Lightning first discov- 
ercd the Epsom salts. 


The American Magnesium company 
had hoped to haul long strings of cars in 
order to work a refinery at full capacity. 
But the motors developed only enough 
power to pull three loaded cars. This diffi- 
culty led to a contract with A. W. Harri- 
son, of Los Angcles, an automotive engi- 
neer, who planned a gas-electric train, con- 
sisting of an engine and a generator to 
supply driving power for both the engine 
and the cars 


By the time the gas-electric train, a 
heavy affair, was completed the desert heat 
had splintered the timbers and loosened 
the bolts of the elevated road bed. The 
wheels on the wooden guide rails had 
worn them to shreds. The structure would 
not carry the weight of the newly-as- 
scmbled train. And the old locomotive 
would not furnish enough power to haul 
paying loads. 

Down at the Wilmington plant they 
found that the deposit was nearly 50 per 
cent sand, debris and other salts, not then 
desired. As the product was refined and 
made into bath salts the debris piled up 
around the plant. The city authorities 
stepped in and objected to the accumula- 
tion of waste inside the city limits. 


There were legal troubles as well. The 


mineral claims in the Panamints had been, 


extended to cover 1440 acres. These claims 
were a source of disputes, suits and counter 
suits. Slick promoters had obtained con- 
trol of much of the stock. Although more 
than a million dollars had been invested, 
it became evident that the mine could not 
be operated at a profit. The promoters and 
directors who had heavily invested them- 
sclves, made every effort to salvage some- 
thing for the stockholders. But there were 
too many factors against them. Operations 
were suspended early in 1928. The prop- 
erty was offered for bids April 28, 1928. 
There were no buyers. Mr. Wright turned 
his interests over to the company. 







The mono rail line was abandoned an 
the timbers began to feed the campfires 
prospectors. Junk men carried off the st 
rails and part of the stretch through La 
ton canyon was carried away by a cloud 
burst. The buildings at the mine beca 
headquarters for the hunters of wild but 
ros who shot the burros, dried the caf 
casses and shipped them to fox farms a 
over the country. These burros were th 
descendants of animals turned loose wh 
prospectors adopted automobiles as 
quicker means of transportation. 

A few of the directors have kept th 
taxes paid in the hope that the govern 
might become interested in the magnesiu 
sulphate and in some deposits of alum 
num sulphate from which alum is ma 
V. V. LeRoy, of Los Angeles, who h 
been secretary since 1931 says the 
Bernardino county records show that t 
taxes have been reduced from $3000 a 
nually to $28 for the past few years. 


In Layton canyon some of the uprig 
timbers, which once supported the mo 
rail, still are standing. Bolts and nuts s 
tered along the route are gathered as souv 
nits by trophy hunters. The roads have 
come almost impassable. If Joe Ward a 
Thunder and Lightning could come ba 
to their old campsite now they could ca 
for weeks without being disturbed. 


Defense Rallroa 


CARSON CITY, Nev., Feb. 8— 
—A Nevada legislator wants 
the defense department to con- 
struct a “behind the Sierra” rail- 
road to serve as a second line of 
defense, in event of an enemy at: 
tack on the Pacific Coast. 
Charles Hendel, Mineral Coun: 
ty Republican, introduced a reso- 


lution to that effect in the legis- 
lature yesterday. He said the 
road could be completed by lay: 
ing rails on an old roadbed from 
Mina, Nev., to Laws, Calif., near 
Bishop. 
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UTILITIES COMMISSION REJECTS S.bv. P.C.C.'s The members of 
the Utilities 
Commission of the City of San Francisco have 


5 rejected the offer of the San Diego Transit 


ATirmrir ee system to sell 11 PCC cars for $8190.00 each, 
i—— J Utilities Manager Turner had urged the pur- 
chase, but some of the members of the cormn- 
ission are quoted as characterizing the cars as "junk". Mean. 
time an order has been placed with the St Louis Car Company 
for 25 new PCC cars at $34,940 each for delivery sometime in 
the latter part of 1951. 

Cable Car 501 has just’come out of Geneva Shpps after 
rebuilding practically 100%. Of the same design as the 
present cars its new features include an axle-driven generat- 
or. Ex-Sacramento & Clay double-end car #17 was sent to 
Geneva a few months ago for repainting enroute to the Smith- 
sonian Institute, Washington, D.C. 

Due to the Broadway Tunnel project the Cal Street Cable's 
Hyde Street line is out of service north of California and the 
Muhi's Mason (Fisherman's Wharf) Street branch of the Powell 
Street cable is out of service. Cal Street Cable now has a 
15¢ fare--and Muni 10¢ busses parallelling it one block away, 





SOUTIIERN PACIFIC SCRAP LIST 





SD&AE 27 4-6-0 12/7 L.A. 2451 4-6-2 1/12 Sac. 

SD&AE 50 2-8-0 12/14 L.A. 3000 4-4-2 1/19 Sac. 
3235 2-803 12/19 S.F. 2440 4-6-2 1/24 Sac. 
1119 0-6-0 12/29 L.A. 2913 4-8-0 1/29 Sac. 
1197 " 12/29 S.F. 2917 4-8-0 1/29 Port. 
3230 2-8-2 1/5 Sac. 3232 2-8-2 2/6 See. 
1178 0-6-0 1/10 Port. --- Ed Wrrer 


LAST RUN OF "SAN JUAN" The last run of the "San Juan" narrow 
gauge express train of the Denver & | 
Rio Grande was made January 31, 1951. New Mexico still requi 
es the D&RGW to maintain service between Chama and Dulce in 
New Mexico on the Alamosa-Durango line so one “train” per day 
is running between therese two towns of 1000 population each, 





TRONA CONSOLIDATIONS SCRAPPED The Trona Railroad (see map) 

has scrapped its two consol- 
idation type (2-8-0) locomotives 1 and 2. Engine 2701 (ex- 
Union Pacific) a 2-8-2 is being retained out of service. The 
two big diesels are operating the line. - Gibson 








SANTA CRUZ LUMBER TO ABANDON RAILS The Santa Cruz Lumber 

Company has announced 
plans to replace its 42-ton shay locomotive and seven miles 
of standard gauge track with trucks. --Willey 





CORRECTION: Granite Rock 1 and 8 were scrapped at Logan and } 
parts sent to Purdy. Engines 2, 3 and 4 are awaiting scrapp-) 
ing. All are 0-4-0T narrow gauge; 1 2 3 and 4 are Porter , 
while #8 was Alco bought from Mission Cement at San Juan. 

The company has purchased 15 standard gauge gondolas for use 
between the crusher and hot plant. They are hauled by #10 
0-6-0 Porter 1942. - Gibson. 
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